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9 April 1987

Wehster Says He Had
Warnings About North

Nominee Testifies He Forgot October Memo

J~ By David B. Ottaway.
Washington Post Staff Writer
FBI Director William H. Webster

disclosed yesterday that he had
been informed as early as last Oct.

30 that National Security Council

aide Lt. Col. Oliver L. North might
become the subject of a criminal
probe regarding his role in provid-
ing arms to the Nicaraguan contras,
and did not challenge a recommen-
dation that information be withheld
from North on this basis.

Webster told the Senate Select

Committee on Intelligence that he

had forgotten this episode and
therefore failed to mention it in
written answers to committee ques-
tions provided prior to yesterday’s
hearings on his nomination to be-
come director of the Central Intel-
ligence Agency.

Webster disclosed yesterday that
he had learned from a top aide last
Oct. 14 that North had warned the
Federal Bureau of Investigation
that an investigation it had initiated
of aid to the contras involving
Southern Air Transport, a Miami

firm, could result in disclosure of

secret negotiations aimed at win-
ning the release of U.S, hostages in
Beirut.

Webster said he had had “some
anxiety” about North’s “freewheel-
ing” activities on behalf of the NSC
and described him as “gung-ho” and
a victim of “tunnel vision.”

Nevertheless, Webster said that
when Attorney General Edwin
Meese 11l asked him on QOct. 30 to
suspend temporarily another FBI
investigation involving Southern Air
Transport, he agreed to o so with-

out questioning Meese or.connect- -

ing the request to the mcxdents in-
“volving North.

Sen. Arlen Spectet (R-Pa ) said in
yesterday’s hearings that the “red
flags and danger signals” Webster
appeared in mid-December, accord-
ing to the sources, he said he had
been ill witha cold:), !

By late October, neither the FBI
nor Customs was actively pursuing

Southern Air, according to the
sources close to those probes. Nev-
ertheless, on Oct. 29, North com-
plained in a note to Poindexter
about investigations of the compa-
ny, according to the Tower com-
mission report.

“This is the damnedest operation

I have ever seen,” North wrote
Poindexter on the NSC’s computer
system. “Pls let me go on to other
things. {Would] very much like to
give [Reagan] two hostages that he
can take credit for and stop worry-
ing about these other things.”

The next day, according to
Meese, he was called by Poindex-
ter, who asked the attorney general
to hold up an investigation involving
Southern Air personnel “at that pdr-
ticular time.”

“These people,” Meese said Poin-
dexter told him, “would be unavail-
able to participate in whatever
transportation activity was invoived
in Iran or in relation to Iran” if they
were being interviewed by federal
agents.

According to Meese, he mstruct-
ed Associate Attorney General Ste-
phen Trott “to check with the FBI
and to see whether there was an
investigation, and if it was, whether
it could be—whether certain as-
pects of it could be delayed for a
few days without hurting the inves-.
tigation.”

According to Webster’s testimo-
ny yesterday, Trott asked “if it
were possible for us to suspend any
unnecessary investigation for about
hio days pending some sensitive

hostage negotiations. He didn't
want to interfere with the investi-
gation, but he wanted to create, if
possible, a good climate in" which
jthose negotiations could take
‘place.”

“We had no trouble accommodat-
ing this request,” Webster testified,
because “we were barely into thjs
investigation ... there was not
much to do” and “a second inter-
view with an informant” was going

to complete the “relatively short
inquiry.”

On the day he received the re-
quest from Poindexter, Meese tes-
tified last December, “I also con-
tacted the secretary of the treas-
ury,” James A. Baker III; “because

it was my understanding from Mr. -

Poindexter that Customs was also
involved in the investigation.”

However, a spokesman for Baker
said yesterday that the only contact
with Meese on this subject that
Baker recalled was a brief conver-
sation at a White House meeting on
another subject in which the attor-
ney general said he would call Bak-
er later about a Customs investiga-
tion. But Meese “never called to
explain the matter,” Baker's
spokesman said.

According to informed sources,
Baker has been interviewed in de-
tail about his dealing with Meese,
presumably by independent ¢ounsel
Lawrence E. Walsh’s office. The
Washington Post reported yester-
day that Walsh .is investigating
Meese’s handling of all these mat-
ters.

A Justice Department ofﬁcnal
when asked last night why the at-
torney general had referred on Oct.
30 to the need to allow Southern
Air personnel to complete secret
missions that were in fact already
completed, said that Meese at that'
moment expected one or two more
flights would be made in early No-
vember. This was the first time an
administration official had sug-
gested such a possxblllty

Lawrence E. Walsh made it avail-
able to the panel,

“There was just simply nothing in
that memorandum that pointed to
illegal activities by government of-
ficials,” Webster said.

After the revelation of the memo
at yesterday’s hearings it became
the focal point of senators’ ques-
tions, Hearings will continue this
afternoon.

Webster was also asked repeat-
edly about his behavior over the
weekend of last Nov. 21-23 when
Meese began his inquiry into the
Iran-contra affair but did not call in
the FBIL. In the meantime, North-
shredded an unknown number of
documents concerning the contra
resupply operation, according to
Fawn Hall, then North’s secretary..
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 Webster said neither Meese nor
he suspected the weekend the in-
quiry began that there was criminal

* activity involved. He admitted that
he might have been “more aggres-
sive” in “rapidly freezing”. White
House documents and said  that if
his behavior at the time was a case
of naivete, “I confess to it.”

Staff writer George Lardner
" contributed to this report.
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